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Preface

Composed: 1864-1868 in Cologne

First performance: Koblenz, 24 April 1866; Soloist: Otto von Konigslow;
conducted by Max Bruch -

First performance of the revised version: Bremen, 7 January 1868;
Soloist: Joseph Joachim; conducted by Max Bruch

Original publisher: Simrock, Berlin, 1872

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

4 Horns, 2 Trumpets — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 24 minutes

Max Bruch (1838-1920) received his earliest musical training from his mother who was a
well-known singer and music teacher. In 1852, at the age of 14, he won the Frankfurt Mozart
Foundation Prize, which allowed him to study composition with Hiller and piano with
Reinecke in Cologne. Bruch subsequently enjoyed a considerable reputation as both a con-
ductor and a composer. He travelled extensively in Europe and was, for a time, conductor of
the Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, later accepting a similar appointment in Breslau. In
1891 he was appointed to direct a master-class in composition at the Musikhochschule in
Berlin.

Although it is not Bruch’s only instrumental concerto, his G minor Violin Concerto remains
his best-known piece and continues to enjoy wide popularity among performers and audi-
ences alike. The enduring popularity of the concerto lies perhaps in its appealing mixture
of romantic sentiment (especially in the Adagio) and in its exuberant, virtuosic instrumental
display throughout. That Bruch took great care in deciding on the final shape of the work is
apparent from his remarks to Simrock written in 1872; ‘Between 1864 and 1868 I rewrote my
concerto at least a half dozen times, and conferred with x violinists before it achieved its final
form’.

The correspondence between Bruch and Joachim that survives from the period of the work’s
revision, gives us some valuable insight into the working partnership of composer and even-
tual soloist, even down to details of the work’s generic description and final title. Bruch was
evidently unsure about describing the work as a concerto at all, as we learn from this subtle
and sympathetic response from the great violinist: ‘As to your doubts’, writes Joachim, ‘T am
happy to say that I find the title “concerto” fully justified; the last two movements are too

»y

completely and symmetrically developed to justify the name “fantasy™’.




VI

The concerto somewhat radically and unexpectedly, however, avoids traditional forms. The
first movement is a rhapsodic prelude to the whole work and opens with a quasi-impro-
visatory arpeggio flourish for the soloist. The second, contrasting theme in B flat major, is
again introduced by the soloist, and consists of a long cantabile melody that slowly ascends
through the violin’s register with a succession of trill figures. The work then proceeds in a
more-or-less standard sonata-form pattern. The themes, having thus been announced, are
subjected to a series of developments until — instead of a traditional recapitulation — the
opening violin arpeggio figures return and provide instead a transition leading without a
break to the second movement, the emotional and thematic core of the work.

The central Adagio movement — in the contrasting key of E flat major — opens with a violin
melody of great emotional intensity. The movement unfolds a succession of themes, the first
three of which are introduced by the soloist. A fourth theme is announced by the horns and
woodwind against a highly-decorated triplet figure played by the soloist. The Adagio con-
cludes with a brief linking passage that leads to the Finale set in the tonic major key of G. The
dance-like style of the Finale is strongly reminiscent of Hungarian folk-music which may have
been a deliberate musical tribute from the composer to the work’s dedicatee, the Hungarian-
born Joseph Joachim. (In this respect, Bruch’s concerto somewhat anticipates Brahms’s
similar Hungarian offering to the same dedicatee in the finale of his own later concerto.) The
soloist enters after a few bars of orchestral preparation, with the movement’s opening
theme which makes a dramatic and empbhatic use of multiple stopping. A transition leads to a
triumphant main theme announced first by the full orchestra and then taken up by the soloist
in a richly-decorated style.

Joachim, when asked to characterize the great representative violin concertos of the 19th-
century — those successive and enduring masterpieces by Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Bruch
and Brahms — declared that Bruch’s was ‘the richest and the most seductive’.

Richard Clarke
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Concerto No. 1

I. Vorspiel

Allegro moderato

Max Bruch
(1838-1920)
Op. 26
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